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In the midst of a crisis, it can be hard to know 
where to turn for help, how to get calm, and what 
to do next. For thousands of adults in northern 
Wisconsin, dealing with a mental health problem 
is hard enough. A lack of treatment resources—
and the stigma associated with getting help— 
often makes it harder.  

A new partial hospitalization program that 
launched at Essentia Health - St. Mary’s Hospital 
of  Superior is making it easier. With the sup-
port of the Miller-Dwan Foundation, the program 
opened in 2019 to serve adults experiencing 
significant and sometimes life-threatening mental 
health challenges and substance abuse. 

“It’s really beneficial for people who are having difficulty 
functioning, whether that’s going to work or taking care 
of themselves and their family,” Westholm says. “You 
really can see that change in as little as three weeks 
here. You see people grow. It’s quite inspiring.”  

Jennifer Spindler has been there. The 39-year-old  
mother of three boys says she likely had suffered for 
years with mental health problems and just “lived 
with it.” But one morning in 2018, she woke up with a 
pinched nerve in her neck. What followed in the next 
year—surgery, a breakup, job loss and an ongoing  
battle for worker’s compensation, among other things—
sparked suicidal thoughts. Thankfully she got the  
right help at the right time. In the intensive  
Superior program, she learned skills to cope,  
find awareness and be kinder to herself.

“I’ve always been a caregiver. For 20 years, I was  
a CNA. I always put others in front of caring for  
myself. Now I realize I need to put my needs first,” 
she says. “I learned a lot of new things about  
myself. I loved the program.” 

Jennifer found that journaling and art therapy bring 
clarity and comfort. She discovered she’s a leader. 
She started a whole new morning routine and gained 
a new set of friends: people whose stories were  
different from her own, but who 
helped her understand how much 
we can learn from each other. And 
while she highly recommends the  
program—”even if you think your 
problem is minor”—she knows that 
stigma can get in the way. 

Nationally, one in five people  
experience a mental health condition 
each year and less than half seek  
help. That help can’t come soon 
enough in Douglas County, where an 
estimated 6,518 adults have a mental 
illness, another 1,387 have a serious 
mental illness, and the treatment  
gap hovers at 60 percent. 

Experts say the longer patients go  
without the therapy they need, the  
sicker they can become, requiring  
higher levels of care. It’s why, with  
hundreds of people on waiting lists  
for outpatient counseling centers in 
Superior, the Miller-Dwan Foundation 
pushed to get involved and help  
renovate space to launch this program. 
Thanks to everyone who supported  
this innovative and vital effort. 
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 “We catch a lot of people who are on the brink of  
crisis and try to prevent that,” said Sarah Westholm, 
RN, the program’s medical care coordinator. “This  
program decreases the need for emergency room  
care, and that space is even more needed during  
the COVID-19 pandemic. This program is a safety  
net. We can fast-track people to get help.” 

The intense, crash course program brings together 
small groups of eight people for six hours a day,  
four days a week over three weeks. With an all- 
encompassing, holistic approach to mental health, 
patients tune into everything from behavioral health 
needs to nutrition, physical activity, sensory needs, 
medication monitoring and even art therapy.  
More than 100 people from across the region  
went through the program in its first few months. 
Most struggle with severe anxiety and depression.  

“People need help. Don’t be afraid or 
ashamed,” she says. “I was embarrassed, 
but I learned there’s no need to be.  
I learned it’s OK. This is what I need.”

Make a gift to  
support mental 
health care in 
our region

mdfoundation.org
Watch a video  
to hear more of  
Jennifer’s story


